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Community development is increasingly using participatory processes that aim to be inclusive 
and empowering. However, researchers have found that such processes can have 
contradictory effects. Australian research has highlighted the significant leadership of rural 
women in sustainable community and economic development and in the adoption of new 
communication technologies such as the Internet. A focus on gender in participatory 
development may therefore lead to more effective programs and policies.  
 
This chapter outlines an interdisciplinary feminist framework for critically evaluating the 
participation and empowerment of rural women. This framework was found effective in 
evaluating an Australian project that aimed to enhance rural women’s access to 
communication technologies and to empower its participants. Its multiple theoretical and 
methodological approaches are outlined. The framework advocates an analysis of diversity 
and difference and the macro and micro contexts. Some principles and strategies for rural 
women’s inclusion, participation, empowerment, and for participatory feminist evaluation are 
outlined.   
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Critically evaluating rural women’s participation and empowerment: An 
interdisciplinary feminist framework for research and analysis  
Introduction  
Effective strategies for participation, empowerment, and ‘capacity building’ are becoming 
more important in Australia and elsewhere, as community members, governments, and 
specialists seek new community-based solutions to ensure the long-term sustainability of rural 
communities (Harrison, 1998; Kenyon and Black, 2001; Mobbs, 1998; Sher and Sher, 1994). 
With its strong emphasis on social justice, recent literature on community development and 
community participation advocates participation processes that are more inclusive than before 
(see for example Cohen, 1996 and Sarkissian, Cook and Walsh, 1997). Developing 
appropriate strategies for the participation of disadvantaged groups is usually advocated in 
this literature. In Australia, groups that are often targeted include women, people from non-
English speaking backgrounds or with low incomes, and people living in rural and remote 
communities.  
Numerous projects and initiatives are currently being developed and implemented in Australia 
and overseas that seek to empower rural communities and individuals to take leadership and 
action to improve their socio-economic situations and services.  Many rural communities in 
Australia have experienced severe economic decline, loss of important services, and various 
social and environmental problems during the past decade or more. This has been due to many 
factors, particularly long-term droughts and low commodity prices. According to Lawrence 
(1995), ‘rurality’ can now be equated with social disadvantage in an Australian context. Poor 
telecommunications infrastructure in rural areas, particularly in the more remote areas of 
Queensland, compounds these disadvantages. 
Effective access to and use of interactive communication technologies (ICTs) such as 
computers, the Internet and videoconferencing is seen by governments, researchers and rural 
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communities as part of the solution to some of these complex problems (Simpson, 2001; 
Simpson et al., 2001). Building skills, knowledge and confidence in using these technologies 
is also considered essential for rural participation in the emerging ‘knowledge society’. 
Extensive research involving the author and others indicates that women in rural Queensland 
have been leaders in the use and adoption of ICTs such as email and the Internet in their local 
communities, despite their often poor quality access and infrastructure (Grace, Lundin and 
Daws, 1996; Rural Women and ICTs Research Team, 19991). Indeed, the RWICTs Team 
(1999) characterised rural women as the ‘new pioneers’ in this field.   
Research also demonstrates that women in rural Australia are making significant contributions 
to the social and economic development and the sustainability of their communities (Alston, 
1995; Grace, 1994; RWICTs Team, 1999). This is happening through their work on family 
farms, their professional roles such as nurses and teachers, running small businesses, 
networking with other women, lobbying government and industry, and through their 
extensive voluntary work. The importance of rural women’s leadership and community and 
economic development activities has been widely recognised by Federal and State 
Governments and many rural industry organisations in Australia.  
Government-funded or instigated projects have recently been implemented in Australia that 
aim to empower rural women to take leadership and action and to more effectively participate 
in decision making. Some researchers argue that ‘transformational’ forms of leadership which 
aim to empower, and have been associated with ‘feminine’ values and practices, may help to 
sustain rural communities (Lennie, Lundin and Simpson, 2000; Wells and Tanner, 1994). 
Recent Australian research has demonstrated that supportive online discussion groups for 
women can play an important role in empowering rural women, meeting their diverse needs, 
and enabling them to practice these new forms of leadership and networking activities (Daws, 
1997; Lennie, 2002a; RWICTs Team, 1999). These factors suggests that a focus on gender 
issues in rural development and in implementing community-based projects that build rural 
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women’s skills and confidence in using computers and the Internet may result in more 
effective programs and policies and a more rapid adoption of new ICTs in rural communities.  
However, from critical and poststructuralist perspectives, many researchers are highlighting 
the complex and contradictory effects of projects that seek participation and empowerment 
(Humphries, 1996; LeCompte, 1995; Martin, 1996). Some researchers further suggest that 
claims for the empowering effects of community development programs require closer and 
more rigorous examination (Anderson, 1996). In addition, participation in consultations and 
community-based research projects is often dominated by educated, middle class people and 
attempts to include disadvantaged groups are often unsuccessful (Lennie, 2001; Sarkissian et 
al, 1997). This suggests that a more critical and rigorous approach to the analysis and 
assessment of rural women’s participation, empowerment and inclusion is required. 
This chapter outlines an interdisciplinary feminist framework that I found effective in 
critically evaluating an Australian community development project that aimed to enhance 
rural women’s access to ICTs, to include a diversity of women, and to empower those who 
participated (see Lennie, 2001). This framework uses various theories of concepts such as 
power and empowerment, multiple methodologies and methods, and focuses on an analysis of 
diversity and difference and the macro and micro contexts of projects. It also takes 
participants’ diverse needs and their meanings of concepts such as ‘inclusion’ and 
‘empowerment’ into account.  
Based on my research and evaluation findings and experiences, a set of principles and 
strategies are proposed as guidelines for feminist action research projects that seek the 
inclusion, participation and empowerment of women in rural communities and use ICTs in 
this process. Principles and strategies for undertaking feminist participatory evaluations of 
such projects are also summarised. 
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Outcomes of the use of this framework suggest that adopting this critical yet pragmatic 
approach to evaluation creates new knowledge and understanding that may enable the 
development of more effective programs and strategies for rural women’s participation, 
empowerment and leadership. However, given that it was developed in a Western, academic 
context as part of my doctoral research, this framework requires simplification or adaptation 
for use by others working in non-academic or non-Western contexts.   
Overview of the Rural Women and ICTs research project 
During 1996 and 1997 I was part of a team of researchers, based at Queensland University of 
Technology in Brisbane, Australia, who undertook a major action research project Enhancing 
Rural Women’s Access to Interactive Communication Technologies.  The overall aim of this 
project was to explore the current and potential impacts of ICTs for women in rural, regional 
and remote Queensland, in terms of personal, business and community development.  
The state of Queensland is a vast territory in the north east of the Australian continent. At the 
time of the project, its population was just under three and a half million people, with over 44% 
living in the Brisbane capital city area in the south east corner of the state. This project was 
therefore based in a state which has many of the characteristics of a frontier society with its rural 
areas characterised by sparse population, vast distances and isolation.  
The project was conducted by an interdisciplinary team of researchers in collaboration with 
women in various rural, regional and remote Queensland communities and eight government 
and industry partners. These project partners actively participated in some project activities 
and provided ongoing input into the evaluation.  
A feminist participatory action research methodology was used that aimed ‘to develop and 
implement a participatory process which was inclusive and empowering for participants, takes 
the differences between rural women into account, and encourages women to take action 
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leading to desirable change’ (RWICTs Team, 1999, p.12).  As well as online conversation 
groups, project activities included workshops held in ten Queensland communities, regular 
teleconferences with participants and a major seminar on the project.  
Around 350 community members, mainly women, had various levels of involvement in the 
project. Participants included women living in rural towns and on remote farming and grazing 
properties, women who were retired, and women in various occupations and age groups. 
While most participants had a white Anglo-Celtic background, a small number of indigenous 
and migrant women, including a few women from non-English speaking backgrounds, took 
part in some activities. In addition, women from all states of Australia, and from some 
overseas countries, subscribed to the project’s major online conversation group ‘welink’ 
(women’s electronic link), which was one of the most successful project activities. 
The evaluation of the Rural Women and ICTs project 
Regular critical reflection and an ongoing process of evaluation - both formal and informal - 
were important features of the feminist action research methodology used in the project. The 
formal evaluation of the project incorporated learnings from this ongoing, informal evaluation 
process. I took major responsibility for the formal evaluation of aspects of the project’s 
methodology and methods, using a participatory feminist evaluation methodology and various 
data collection methods. The work of Shapiro (1988), Patton (1990), Wadsworth (1997) and 
others informed the participatory evaluation methodology.  
My overall methodological approach was participatory, praxis-oriented, transdisciplinary and 
openly political. A critical feminist perspective was taken in which theory, methods and 
praxis are seen as inseparable (Lather, 1991). An important aim was to create an open, 
accountable, interactive, less-hierarchical relationship between myself (as both ‘knowledgable 
insider’ and ‘independent outsider’) and the research participants. 
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Methodologies and methods used in the research 
The methodological frameworks used in my research - participatory feminist evaluation and 
feminist deconstructive ethnography - were seen as highly compatible with the theoretical 
frameworks that guided the study - praxis feminism and feminist poststructuralism. An 
important feature of my study was the development and application of a rigorous 
methodological process. This entailed being open and accountable in the various stages of 
analysis, critical reflection, and writing up. The process included the triangulation of different 
sources and types of data, different data collection and inquiry methods, and different 
strategies for the validation of interpretations and conclusions.  
Case studies incorporating multiple data sources were used to illustrate the empowering and 
disempowering experiences of selected participants. An ongoing, interactive, ‘open inquiry’ 
approach to evaluation (Wadsworth, 1997) was used during the life of the project. The 
multiple methods used in this evaluation included: 
• Participant observations of workshops, audioconferences, online conversation groups and 
other project activities and recording these observations in a fieldwork diary. 
• Feedback questionnaires distributed to participants at workshops held in nine communities 
over a two year period. These questionnaires provided both qualitative and quantitative 
data, including personal background information.  
• Semi-structured, individual interviews with 26 participants and stakeholders (members of 
the research team and the industry partner representatives) conducted face-to-face and via 
telephone. 
• Two focus group interviews conducted via teleconference with ten participants from a 
diversity of backgrounds and from different communities involved in the project. 
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• Analysis of diaries kept by participants in the small online group ‘wechat’ (women’s 
electronic chat). 
• As part of the research team, participating in regular critical reflections on the research 
methodology, methods and activities, including informal discussions with participants, 
research team members and industry partners.  
• Analysing some of the dominant and oppositional discourses taken up by participants and 
stakeholders.  
• Critically reflecting on the significant themes and the ethical issues raised by my study.  
The qualitative data analysis program NUD*IST2 was used to manage the interview data, and 
to undertake the coding, analysis and data retrieval and the needs identification and 
assessment process. To analyse the differences between the participants, three major groups 
of women were identified:  
1. Women with a professional occupation who lived in a rural or regional town or city.  
2. Women farmers or graziers who were categorised as ‘low profile’. 
3. Women farmers or graziers who were categorised as ‘moderate to very ‘high profile’. 
The terms ‘high profile’ and ‘low profile’ were used to indicate the level of community or 
industry activism of the farming women and the extent to which they had a public profile. 
This type of distinction could not be so readily made with the non-farming women. 
One limitation of the evaluation methodology was that undertaking a rigorous needs 
identification and assessment and data analysis process was often quite complex, difficult and 
time consuming. This was partly because of the significant quantity of data that was collected 
and partly because an analysis of differences was undertaken. 
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A critical approach to evaluating rural women’s empowerment, inclusion and 
participation 
Much of the literature on gender and development has not addressed communication issues 
directly, while feminist communication research in Western countries has often focussed on 
micro contexts such as conversations between women and men (Einsiedel, 1996, p.55). My 
study aimed to correct these limitations by adopting an eclectic, transdisciplinary approach 
which drew on a number of contemporary theories, concepts and frameworks and a diverse 
range of relevant literature.  
Major elements of the framework 
The outcomes of my research suggests that feminist researchers need to adopt a more critical 
and rigorous yet pragmatic approach to evaluating rural women’s empowerment, inclusion 
and participation, and that this approach needs to include an analysis of: 
• the diversity of and differences in project participants’ and stakeholders’ needs, values, 
experiences and agendas and in their understandings of concepts such as: ‘diversity’, 
‘inclusion’ and ‘empowerment’; 
• the macro and micro contexts of the research, including the complex social, economic, 
cultural, technological, contextual and methodological issues related to women’s 
participation and inclusion; 
• the power-knowledge relations and the multiple ‘subject positions’3 and discourses  taken 
up in various research contexts; and  
• the contradictory effects of the participatory processes and the discourses taken up by 
those involved in participatory feminist research projects. 
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My research results suggest that this approach to evaluation can enable development of more 
effective strategies for the inclusion and empowerment of women in rural communities. The 
major concepts underpinning this framework are defined later in this chapter. 
I further argued that a comprehensive and critical analysis of these complex issues requires an 
eclectic, transdisciplinary approach and that this can be fruitfully achieved by using a 
combination of two feminist frameworks of theory, epistemology and method: praxis 
feminism and feminist poststructuralism. While there are commonalities between these 
frameworks, praxis feminism tends to focus on processes that facilitate women’s 
empowerment and inclusion and meet women’s needs, while feminist poststructuralism takes 
a more cautious approach to claims that participatory processes have resulted in increased 
empowerment or inclusion.  
The praxis feminist framework 
Research as praxis is described by Lather (1991) as ‘research that is explicitly committed to 
critiquing the status quo and building a more just society’ (p.51). This approach is primarily 
interpretive. It offers ‘accounts of women’s experiences or women’s knowledge and claims 
centre stage, politically and epistemologically, for those accounts’ (Ferguson, 1993, p.61). 
The term ‘praxis feminist framework’ was considered appropriate because of the close 
connection between the concept of research as praxis and the participatory feminist 
methodology used in my research. This framework is also closely connected to the feminist 
action research methodology used in the Rural Women and ICTs project.  
From a praxis feminist perspective, gender is a central structuring principle of society and 
social relations, which ‘profoundly shapes/mediates the concrete conditions of our lives’ 
(Lather, 1991, p.71). However, differences other than gender, such as occupation, educational 
level and ethnicity, were analysed as part of my evaluation of the Rural Women and ICTs 
project.  
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An important aim of this framework is to give voice to, and validate women’s needs, values 
and experiences, and to construct women as active knowing subjects in their own right. This 
involves a focus on women’s material existence and everyday practices. The purpose of using 
this framework was to better understand the communication and participation processes that 
met rural women’s diverse needs and were empowering and inclusive for women or 
otherwise.   
A large number of needs were identified in the analysis, as well as some clear patterns of 
differences in the needs of the three main groups of women. My analysis indicated that the 
farming women had more needs of various kinds than the town-based professional women, 
and that the ‘high profile’ farming women had a higher number of significant needs than the 
women in the other groups. This appeared to be related to factors such as the ‘high profile’ 
farming women’s greater desire to have a voice and to influence decisions, their higher levels 
of community activism, and the very stressful effects of the drought that was impacting on 
much of Queensland at the time. 
The feminist poststructuralist framework 
The feminist poststructuralist framework was particularly concerned with issues of 
subjectivity, difference and contradiction, and ‘how meanings are produced, how they are 
effective, why they conflict and how they change’ (Weedon, 1987, p.42).  From this 
perspective, there is no ultimate or absolute truth. Rather, there are partial and multiple truths.  
This framework was used to analyse the micropolitics and power relations of the project’s 
various research contexts, including the workshops and online groups.  Foucault’s (1976 and 
1980) concept of power as fluid, shifting and localised, was considered valuable to 
understanding the power relations enacted in the project. Multiple meanings and subjectivities 
and the power of dominant discourses were the focus of the analysis, rather than ‘women’s 
knowledge’ or ‘patriarchal systems’. The purpose of using this framework was to reveal the 
 12
contradictions and dangers inherent in feminist practices of empowerment that often go 
unnoticed.  
Researchers such as Jennings and Graham (1996), Opie (1992) and Treleaven (2001), have 
advocated the use of discourse analysis and deconstruction in the critical reflection stage of 
action research and feminist research projects. In my study, discourse analysis and 
deconstruction methods were used to displace and unsettle the dualisms in the significant 
discourses taken up in the Rural Women and ICTs project. Discourses in texts such as email 
messages, interview transcripts and project reports were identified and critically analysed. 
Dualisms analysed included empowerment/disempowerment, inclusion/exclusion and 
voice/silence. My analysis demonstrated the interrelationships between these dualisms and the 
contradictory effects of feminine discourses of care and connection. Each of the dominant 
discourses identified were found to have empowering and disempowering effects. One of the 
case studies developed as part of this analysis challenged feminist assumptions that giving 
voice to women will automatically lead to empowerment and suggested that silence can be a 
more appropriate strategy in some situations (Lennie, 2000). 
Interrelationships between the frameworks 
While these two feminist frameworks are distinctive, they have many interrelationships. Both 
approaches adopt a critical perspective and seek to disrupt established power, but in different 
ways. Issues of social justice and social and personal change are also common to both 
frameworks, although the feminist poststructuralist framework adopts a more ‘transgressive’ 
and reflexive approach (Lather, 1991). However, the strengths and limitations of each of these 
approaches were acknowledged.  
Definitions of the key concepts 
Since the key concepts used in my research have multiple meanings and interpretations, it is 
important to clarify how I used them. Definitions are provided of the following concepts: 
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power, empowerment, discourse, ideology, diversity and difference, inclusion and 
technologies and ‘soft technologies’. 
Power 
The praxis feminist framework drew on feminist theories of power that emphasise positive 
‘power to’ and ‘power with’ models in which power is viewed as social, cooperative and 
enabling (Deutchman, 1991). This relational model of power underpins feminist practices that 
aim to be empowering. ‘Power to’ and ‘power with’ models were evident in much of the 
interviewees’ talk about the project. For example, one farming woman said: ‘… we’re 
empowering one another. It’s not something that you’re just taking, people are giving it to 
you. And that’s making it extraordinarily’.  
The feminist poststructuralist framework used Foucault’s model of power to analyse the 
discourses and practices of inclusion and empowerment and the power relations enacted in the 
research context. The basic elements of this model are that power is exercised rather than 
possessed; it is not primarily repressive, but productive, and is analysed as coming from the 
bottom up rather than from the top down (Humphries, 1994, p.186). Power is seen as positive 
and strategic, as something that exists in action, present in all social interactions, and 
intimately connected to knowledge. Foucault’s concept of the power-knowledge nexus 
highlights the power relations that are enacted in all interactions, whether those involved have 
an emancipatory intent or otherwise (Sarup, 1988).  
Empowerment 
The concept of empowerment raises many difficult issues for contemporary research in the 
rural development field, due to the many different meanings and often contradictory uses of 
the term. Two main meanings of empowerment are identified by Young (1997) that were 
relevant to my study. The first meaning is ‘the development of individual autonomy, self-
control and confidence’ and the second is ‘the development of a sense of collective influence 
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over the social conditions of one’s life’ (Young, 1997, p. 89). This second meaning is a more 
useful one since, as Young (1997, p. 89) points out, it ‘includes both personal empowerment 
and collective empowerment and suggests that the latter is a condition of the former’.  
The feminist poststructuralist approach views the concept and process of empowerment much 
more critically than the praxis feminist approach. From this perspective, Gore (1992) defines 
empowerment as ‘the exercise of power in an attempt to help others exercise power’ (p.62), 
and argues that empowerment ‘must be pedagogical — a process of knowledge production’ 
(p.68). This definition is useful since it allows feminist researchers to confront ‘the 
unforeseeable and contradictory effects of the exercise of power’ and to therefore ‘be more 
humble and reflexive in our claims’ (Gore, 1992, p.62).  
Discourse 
From a poststructuralist perspective, discourses are ways of constituting knowledge that offer 
a preferred form of subjectivity. For example, one of the dominant discourses taken up by the 
researchers involved in the Rural Women and ICTs project was ‘egalitarian feminist’. This 
discourse is associated with forms of subjectivity that emphasise inclusion, commonality with 
others, and non-hierarchical research relationships. 
Discourses determine what is taken as known and how this is established (Jennings and 
Graham, 1996; Weedon, 1987).  Jennings and Graham (1996) explain that ‘not only is 
discourse determined by community [for example churches, business people or families of a 
certain sort], it is also embedded in the larger framework of social relationships and social 
institutions’ (p.172). Foucault argues that the ways in which discourses constitute subjects are 
always part of a wider network of power relations that often have institutional bases (Weedon, 
1987, p.108).  
However, while a discourse offers a preferred form of subjectivity, ‘its very organisation will 
imply other subject positions and the possibility of reversal … [and this] … enables the 
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subjected subject of a discourse to speak in her own right’ (Weedon, 1987, p.109). This 
process of reversal is the first stage in challenging dominant or conventional meanings, thus 
enabling alternative discourses to be produced which contest dominant discourses. For 
example, my analysis of the welink group found that its dominant care and connection 
discourse was occasionally challenged by some group members who preferred to take up 
more critical discourses when discussing contentious topics such as Aboriginal land rights and 
reconciliation (Lennie, 2000). 
Ideology 
The concept of ideology was used in a way that emphasises its material and political 
effects, particularly in relation to the use of language and discourse. Lather (1991) 
defines ideology as ‘the stories a culture tells itself about itself’ (p.2). This emphasises 
the role of language and culture in the production of meaning and suggests a connection 
between myths, values and ideology, as expressed in narrative forms such as collective 
storytelling. An important feature of ideology is that it ‘functions to legitimate power 
imbalances, and smooth out contradictions and disjunctions between appearances and 
reality’ (Frazer and Cameron, 1989, p.26).   
Diversity and difference 
The term ‘diversity’ was used to mean the construction of particular broad social and cultural 
categories such as gender, status and age, while the term ‘difference’ was used to mean the 
multitude of differences which are embedded in diversity categories. However, the terms were 
also used interchangeably at times. 
In the evaluation, diversity categories such as gender, status, ethnicity, and age, and 
differences such as occupation, educational level and geographical location were taken into 
account in the analysis. However, my analysis was also underpinned by an awareness of the 
 16
potential exclusions and universalisms created by certain unavoidable categories of difference 
(Ang, 1995).  
Inclusion 
The term ‘inclusion’ is closely related to the concepts of diversity and difference. In the 
evaluation, an inclusive approach meant involving a diversity of participants and others, using 
participatory processes that attempt to enable participants’ voices to be listened to and heard, 
and acknowledging and including a diversity of women’s voices and discourses in the 
analysis.  
The praxis feminist approach considered how well the various processes used in the project 
created safe, comfortable and inclusive spaces where a diversity of women’s communication 
and interaction needs could be met, and how well the project met the aim of including a 
diversity of women. In contrast, the feminist poststructuralist approach was much more 
interested in analysing the effects of the ‘politics of difference’ discourse (Ang, 1995; Young, 
1990) that was used in the project. One of the aims of this approach was to seek out the 
exclusions and silences that may have occurred, even although inclusion was the overall goal 
of my study.  
Technology and ‘soft technologies’ 
Technology was seen as socially constructed rather than neutral and value-free (Wajcman, 
1991), and as a context in which complex gendered power relations are often enacted. From 
an interdisciplinary feminist perspective, technology is most usefully defined in a way that 
includes the social, cultural, economic, organisational, political and technical issues related to 
technology practice. Wajcman (1991) suggests that technology has at least three layers of 
meaning: (1) the ‘know-how to use, repair, design and make technological things; (2) the 
human activities and practices associated with technology; and (3) sets of physical objects 
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such as cars and computers’ (1991, pp.14–15). This implies that assumptions about women’s 
perceived lack of knowledge and expertise in talking about and using technologies require 
attention, as well as the analysis of various gendered practices and discourses associated with 
technologies.  
However, for the purpose of my study, Wajcman’s layers of meaning had to be modified to 
include particular aspects of the use of and access to ICTs which the RWICTs Team (1999) 
refer to as ‘soft technologies’ (Milio, 1996). This includes ‘awareness, training and 
knowledge, communication, interaction, participation, consultation, support and decision-
making processes, as well as the attitudes, values and practices of individuals, communities 
and organisations’ (RWICTs Team, 1999, p.15). The broader term ‘social infrastructure’ has a 
considerable degree of overlap with the term soft technologies. This includes ‘government 
telecommunications initiatives, education and training providers and programs, user support 
systems ... public access provision, funding arrangements and community development 
programs’ (RWICTs Team, 1999, p.15). 
Overview of the main features of the framework 
A focus on diversity and difference  
Critiques by black feminists (hooks, 1984), women in developing countries (Marchand and 
Parpart, 1995) and others suggest that feminist research and interpretation has often been 
biased towards the experiences of white, middle class women. Consequently, it has often not 
sufficiently considered the cultural, racial, class, status and other differences between women. 
Alston (1995) has also highlighted the ways in which rural women’s particular contexts and 
experiences have been excluded in urban-centred feminist theorising. A further issue is the 
tendency for groups such as ‘rural women’ to become defined in terms of their supposedly 
common attributes or common stereotypes. This means that important differences among 
women living in rural areas are often ignored or neglected. As discussed earlier, an important 
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aim of my research was to take the differences between various groups of rural women into 
account in the analysis.   
Both of the feminist frameworks used in my study consider diversity and difference as 
integral to theory and research. However, different perspectives on this are taken. Ang’s 
(1995) work suggests that the praxis feminist approach would tend to emphasise inclusion, 
community, and the power of communication in overcoming differences, and use a discourse 
of ‘harmony in diversity’ (Mohanty citied in Ang, p. 60). In contrast, the feminist 
poststructuralist approach would focus on ‘otherness’, recognise ambiguity, ambivalence and 
multiplicity, pay attention to moments when communication fails, and emphasise the limits of 
feminist pluralism and sisterhood in overcoming differences, some of which are seen as 
‘incommensurable’ (Yeatman, 1995, p.51). 
Taking the macro and micro contexts into account 
An analysis of disadvantaged people’s participation in health promotion projects by Boyce 
(2001) identified a relationship between the social-cultural, organisational, and political-legal-
economic dimensions of structure and the community participation process. Feminist analyses of 
the social and historical construction of gender and femininity also demonstrate the value of 
linking the micro context of household relations to macro level demographic, economic and 
cultural change (Connell, 1987, p.354).  
This suggests that a more comprehensive understanding of rural women’s participation in 
community development projects requires an analysis of micro level contexts such as the 
gendered division of labour in rural families and macro level structural factors such as 
government policies that advocate inclusive community participation processes. In my 
evaluation of the Rural Women and ICTs project, this approach was effective in identifying and 
understanding the many complex issues and barriers related to women’s participation and 
inclusion in the project.  
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My analysis identified a wide range of interrelated issues and barriers related to women’s 
participation in the project, and in community consultation and participation processes in 
general. These issues and barriers encompassed each of the dimensions of structure identified 
by Boyce (2001) as affecting community participation (ie social-cultural, organisational, and 
political-legal-economic). They included macro level structural barriers such as the cost of 
computers and telecommunications services and micro level barriers such as women’s work 
and family commitments and the level of technical support available. 
Taking participants’ meanings of key concepts into account 
The value of identifying and analysing differences in community members’ and researchers’ 
understandings of important concepts such as empowerment, inclusion and leadership has 
been demonstrated by Bartunek, Foster-Fishman and Keys (1996), Billings (2000) and 
Alimo-Metcalfe (1995). Alimo-Metcalfe’s study (1995) is of particular interest since it 
illustrates the gendered ways in which empowerment has been conceptualised.   
During individual and focus group interviews, the rural participants and the project’s research 
team members and industry partners were asked what the concept ‘empowerment’ meant to 
them. Combined with an extensive review of the critical, feminist and community 
development literature on empowerment, including the work of Claridge (1996), Friedmann 
(1992) and Lather (1991), this data enabled identification of four forms of empowerment: 
social, technological, political and psychological. The evaluation process included an 
assessment of the extent to which participants experienced these four forms of empowerment 
(see Lennie, 2002b). From this analysis, a model of rural women’s empowerment was 
developed. 
Most of the interviewees were also asked how well they thought the aim of involving a 
diversity of women in the project had been met. Responses to this question tended to reflect 
the diverse ideologies and perspectives of the interviewees and their different understandings 
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of the concept of diversity. A noticeable pattern was that the interviewees who indicated that 
the diversity was moderate or low tended to express somewhat more concerns about issues of 
social justice and inclusion, compared with those who thought the diversity was high.  
An empathetic needs identification and assessment process 
In order to assess how well the various project activities met the needs of the participants, 
their diverse needs had to be first identified and their significance determined. This proved to 
be a complex and difficult process. For example, while some of the rural interviewees had a 
clear understanding of their needs and could articulate them, others indicated that they had 
given much less thought to their personal needs, possibly because the needs of others such as 
children had taken a higher priority.  
One important issue here is the interrelationship between people’s needs and values. As 
Wadsworth (1997) points out, when we ask people to evaluate things ‘we are implicitly 
asking about their own formulations of both their needs and values, and also the images that 
supply their own standards or criteria’ (p.18). Wadsworth suggests that two kinds of needs are 
at issue here: 
1. The ‘guiding values or interests (principles and philosophy) about what is valued, wanted 
and needed’. 
2. ‘More specific valued forms in which people are able to concretely imagine their interests 
being met’ (p.18). 
This emphasises the importance of drawing as much as possible on people’s own 
interpretations and understandings about their values or interests and their images and ideas of 
how their needs could be better met. Wadsworth (1997) refers to this as taking a ‘critical 
reference group perspective’. She suggests that an understanding of community members’ 
needs and interests ‘cannot be gained without service providers grasping, through acts of 
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empathetic and active understanding, the nature of critical reference groups’ interests, values, 
situations, ideas and perceptions’ (p.16–17). This was the approach that I attempted to use in 
undertaking the needs analysis and assessment. However, I had much more knowledge and 
information about some of the interviewees than others, making understanding and 
interpretation more difficult in these cases.  
Using a rigorous data analysis process   
An important aim of the evaluation methodology was to undertake a rigorous needs 
identification and assessment and data analysis process. As noted earlier, this proved to be a 
somewhat complex and time consuming process. This process included preliminary analysis 
of interview transcripts to identify participants’ needs and the key themes, an ongoing process 
of developing and refining detailed index trees of the various categories of needs using the 
NUD*IST program, and coding each transcript using the index system.  
A large number of needs were identified. They were coded as ‘general needs’, such as the 
need for support or to feel less isolated, as well as needs more specific to the workshops (such 
as the need for hands on experience with the Internet), and needs specific to the online groups 
(such as the need for a sense of community). In assessing how well the participants’ needs 
were met, the interview data was coded at four nodes: ‘extremely well met’, ‘very well met’, 
‘moderately or fairly well met’, and ‘not met’ (see Lennie, 2001, p.437). Several matrices 
were then created showing the needs of each interviewee and how well they were met, 
divided into the three main groups of interviewees. These matrices enabled calculation of the 
number and percentage of interviewees with various needs, an assessment of how well they 
were met, and comparisons between the various interviewee groups. 
My analysis indicated that the majority of the needs identified were very well met and, for a 
few women in each group, some of their needs were extremely well met. However, there were 
also some needs that were only moderately or fairly well met and needs that were not met for 
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each of the main groups of rural women. In addition, the methodology, methods and activities 
of the project mostly matched the needs that were identified very well. 
Principles and strategies for rural women’s empowerment, inclusion and participation 
Based on the new knowledge and learnings developed in my study, principles and strategies 
were proposed as guidelines for feminist action research projects that seek the inclusion and 
empowerment of women in rural communities and use ICTs in this process.  The principles 
for inclusion and participation identified in my study were: 
• acknowledging researchers’ and participants’ diverse and potentially contradictory 
understandings of ‘inclusion’ and ‘diversity’; 
• considering the barriers and costs related to participation that rural women face; 
• being realistic about some women’s interest in or capacity to access to ICTs; 
• taking the complex nature of the identity ‘rural women’ into account; 
• taking the politics of identity into account; and 
• being aware of the limits to the politics of difference discourse. 
A number of strategies that could enhance the inclusion and participation of rural women 
were suggested. These included: identifying and working closely with local contacts, holding 
activities at times suitable to a range of women, and using diverse participation and 
interaction strategies that may enable specific groups of women to more readily participate. 
The principles for empowerment identified were: 
• taking the multiple, potentially conflicting agendas of researchers, participants, project 
partners and funding bodies into account; 
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• acknowledging researchers’ and participants’ diverse understandings of the concept 
‘empowerment’ and being alert to assumptions about participants’ prior empowerment; 
• taking the interrelationships between social, technological, political and psychological 
empowerment into account; 
• recognising the paradox in the notion of ‘empowering others’; 
• adopting a Foucauldian view of power; and 
• acknowledging the intersection of empowerment and disempowerment. 
Several strategies that may enhance rural women’s empowerment were proposed. These 
included: engaging in regular ongoing evaluations and critical reflections on empowerment 
strategies, using processes that facilitate social, technological, political and psychological 
empowerment, and using a range of communication technologies in ways that meet a 
diversity of rural women’s needs.  
A number of principles and strategies for conducting effective participatory feminist 
evaluations were also identified: 
• acknowledging the political and problematic nature of participatory feminist research and 
evaluation; 
• incorporating formal and informal evaluation into the project; 
• using multiple frameworks and methods, including critical self-reflexivity; 
• taking diversity and difference into account; 
• building relations of trust; 
• drawing on participants’ own understandings of their needs and the key concepts used; 
• using rigorous processes for assessment and analysis; and 
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• making effective use of a range of communication technologies such as telephone 
conferencing and online discussion groups in the evaluation process. 
Conclusion 
This chapter has argued that there is a need to take a critical yet pragmatic, open enquiry 
approach to evaluating feminist community development projects and that such an approach 
can enable the creation of more effective strategies for the participation, inclusion and 
empowerment of women in rural communities. The outcomes of my study suggest that an 
interdisciplinary approach that uses multiple theoretical and methodological frameworks and 
methods can enable greater creativity and flexibility in the design, conduct and reporting of 
participatory feminist evaluations. Taking this eclectic approach also enabled the development 
of new knowledge and ideas about gender, power and technology. Using a flexible, open and 
participatory evaluation methodology is also argued to be more congruent with feminist 
approaches to community development than conventional evaluation methodologies that tend 
to be more rigid and measurement-oriented in their design. The use of multiple frameworks 
and methods was also valuable in illustrating the richness and complexity of the data that was 
collected and analysed, giving voice to the diverse participants and stakeholders, and enabling 
the data to be analysed and interpreted from two different, but interrelated, perspectives. 
However, the strengths and limitations of each framework were acknowledged.   
The use of feminist poststructuralist forms of discourse analysis was an innovative feature of 
the framework presented. Along with the use of critical self-reflexivity, these methods 
enabled me to think differently and more critically about the feminist discourses and practices 
used in the project, the competing agendas and power relations of the research context, and 
their contradictory effects. The discourse analysis indicated that it is important not to lock 
women into particular categories such as ‘farming women’ since women in rural areas have 
multiple, sometimes conflicting, identities and interests.  
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The results of my study demonstrate the importance of taking the diversity of the women who 
participated and the different agendas, needs, experiences and assessments of various groups 
of participants and stakeholders into account in the evaluation. This approach helped to 
identify important contextual factors related to the differences identified and enabled me to 
avoid perpetuating generalisations about ‘women’s needs’ which are often found in the 
community participation and development literature. My analysis also suggests that the 
potentially contradictory understandings and meanings of concepts such as ‘diversity’, 
‘difference’ and ‘empowerment’ by those involved in projects need to be identified and taken 
into account in the evaluation.  
Building relationships with project participants and stakeholders based on mutual trust and 
open communication was important to obtaining valid, trustworthy and ‘richer’ data, as well 
as valuable feedback on the data analysis and interpretation. This feedback gave the case 
studies and accounts of the analysis more validity and rigour. However, a key learning from 
my study is that ways need to be found to build rigour into participatory evaluations without 
the process becoming overly complex, difficult and time consuming. 
Making my feminist agenda and methodology clear to participants and using an interactive 
approach that attempted to create less hierarchical relationships with participants was 
important to this process. Time, effort and personal commitment was required to build such 
relations of trust. Strategies such as empathetic listening in workshops and interviews, taking 
an active part in the project’s online groups and in events such as rural women’s conferences, 
and providing ongoing information and support to the participants were very helpful to this 
process. However, my critical reflections on some of the ethical issues raised by my research 
suggest that, as Stacey (1988) argues, participatory and ethnographic research can produce 
unintentionally disempowering effects that can pose dilemmas for feminists seeking to 
develop and maintain relations of trust.  
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Given the increasing emphasis on research and evaluation methodologies and government-
funded community development programs that aim to facilitate community participation and 
empowerment, and to use new communication technologies in these processes, the framework 
outlined in this chapter is argued to enable a better understanding of the complex and 
contradictory nature of these processes.  
Endnotes 
1. From henceforth these authors will be referred to as ‘RWICTs Team’ 
2. NUD*IST stands for Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and 
Theorising.  
3. The term ‘subject positions’ refers to the various forms of subjectivity that could be 
identified in relation to the project’s stakeholders and participants. Examples of these 
subject positions include ‘academic expert’, feminist activist’ and ‘empowered rural 
woman’.  From a poststructuralist perspective, subjectivity is socially produced rather 
than innate and constantly changes depending on the context and the power relations 
enacted in that context. 
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